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The Americans who founded the United States
thought a good deal about the state of nature, the
place where natural law prevailed. The state of
nature was a mythic landscape philosophers had
invented to help them think about what was real
about the human condition. it was a way of strip-
ping life down to its bare essentials to see which
qualities people were born with and which gualities
were the product of civilizaticn.

No one was more influential in mapping the fea-
tures of the state of nature than the British philo-
sopher John Locke (1632-1704). Locke reasoned that
all men were born free and equal, their freedom the
gift of God. They had enjoyed this liberty and equal-
ity in the state of nature which had come before
human societies. The most basic of human rights
are life, liberty and property—the ability to earn and
hold on to possessions. Humans are net equal in all
ways: Some surpass their fellows in strength or
intelligence, but all are equally entitied to these nat-
ural rights.

However, because people were not equal in their
strengths, the state of nature was a dangerous and
uncertain condition. Long ago, people had created
society for their protection. They had agreed to
some limits on their freedom and equality in arder ta
promote their safety and to protect their property.
This agreement was the social contract.

The social contract theory had revolutionary impli-
cations. Governments had been formed by the
consent of the governed for their own benefit. Each
member had given up some measure of freedom in
return for safety. If the people created government
voluntarily and for these purposes, it was reason-
able to expect that they also had the right to

. alter or abolish it, and to institute a new
government, laying its foundation on such princi-
ples . . . as to them shall seem most likely to effect
their safety and happiness ... "

Under the social contract, government is a kind of
trust. If government broke the agreement it was
tyranny. For the governed to abolish a tyrannical
government and farm a new one was a sacred duty.
Thomas Jefferson, who used Locke’s ideas so freely
in the Deciaration of independence, had a motto
that spoke of that duty. “Rebellion to Tyrants,” it
read, “is Obedience to God.”



